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THE USES OF AFFLICTION TO THE MINISTER OF CHRIST.* 


Blessed be God, even the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies, 
and the God of all comfort; who comforteth us in all our tribulation, that we may 
be able to comfort them which are in any trouble by the comfort wherewith we 
ourselves are comforted of God.—2 Cor. 1., 3, 4. 


How precious is comfort! It is not joy ; it even admits of grief; 
it may not stay the flood of tears; but it takes away the bitterness 
of sorrow ; it moderates pain and distress; it soothes the aching 
heart; it makes the soul appear calm and serene in all the weak- 
ness and the tribulations of the flesh, evenas the sun smiles most 
sweetly when fringed with clouds, and tinges with his warmest 
hues the falling drops. 

Joy to a wounded spirit is unseemly. Mirth and song grate on 
the bleeding heart, and break the tender strings that grief has 
strained ; but Comfort lays her hand upon the quivering chords and 
hushes them to peace. Comfort, sweet comfort / it almost renders 
grief a luxury; it takes the sting from death. Blessed be God for 
comfort! He, “the Father of mercies,’’ is most merciful in this, 
that he is *‘ the God of all comfort,’? and comforteth his servants 
in all their tribulation. ‘‘ God is our refuge and strength, a very pre- 
sent help in trouble. Therefore will not we fear, though the earth 
be removed, and though the mountains be carried into the midst of 
the sea; though the waters thereof roar and be troubled, though 


* This discourse was occasioned by the recent sudden death of a sister of the author, 
at Philadelphia. As he was summoned to her death-bed on the day of his weekly 
lecture, and was detained from home over the Sabbath, the peculiar circumstances of 
his affliction became so generally known among his people, and awakened so 
much sympathy, as to call for some allusion to the event in public after his return, 
He felt bound, moreover, as a preacher of the Gospel, to bear his humble testimony 


to the value of its consolations in the hour of trial. 
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the mountains shake with the swelling thereof.” There is comfort. 
The storms come—we cannot stay them ; they rage with violence ; 
they spread desolation around ; God does not interpose to prevent 
it; he who commands the winds and the waves, now leaves them 
apparently without control; he even suffers us to be scathed and 
prostrated by the sudden blast; but as we recover from the shock, 
he offers us a refuge ; he leads us to a place of safety ; he gives 
us help’; he does not keep trouble from us, but he is present as 
our help in trouble—and that is comfort. ‘‘ In the time of trouble 
he shall hide me in his pavilion: in the secret of his tabernacle 
shall he hide me; he shall set me up upon a rock. The Lord is 
my strong habitation, whereunto I may continually resort; he is 
my rock and my fortress.”” The billows may roll over me, the 
‘‘ proud waters” may go over my soul, but I cannot sink, for God 
shall set me upon a rock. I may wander in a desert, in a dry and 
thirsty land; my earthly comforts may be gone, and I may seek 
in vain for any solace ; but God will not suffer me to perish thus: 
he will be “ as an hiding-place from the wind, and a covert from 
the tempest; as rivers of water in a dry place, as the shadow of a 
great rock in a weary land.” This is comfort. The causes of 
grief are not removed, but consolation is brought in. ‘Trials are 
not taken from us, but we are strengthened to bear them. ‘The 
winds still howl, the billows still roll, the waste and burning sands 
still lie around ; but there is a refuge from the wind; there is a 
rock above the waves; there are water and a shade in the midst 
of the desert. ‘‘ Blessed be God, even the Father of our Lord 
Jesus Christ (through whom all mercy comes), the Father of 
mercies and the God of all comfort, who comforteth us’”—yes, 
that is the word,—‘** who comforteth us in all our tribulation.” 
This outburst of gratitude was from the heart of the Apostle 
Paul, than whom no man ever experienced greater afflictions. He 
was ‘in deaths oft,”’ in stripes, in shipwreck, in imprisonment, in 
bonds, always “ bearing in his body the dying of the Lord Jesus,”’ 
always carrying upon his person marks of violence which showed 
his liability to the same violent death which his master had endured. 
He thus blessed God for the comforts of the Gospel; and this he 
did not only for his own sake, but for the sake of those to whom 
he ministered. * The trials and consolations which benefited him 
were to benefit them also through him. “ For whether we be 
afflicted,’ he says, “it is for your consolation and salvation, which 
is effectual in the enduring of the same sufferings which we also 
suffer: or whether we be comforted, it is for your consolation and 
salvation.”’ Paul had special reference here to sufferings endured 
in the cause of Christ, in which those whom he addressed had a 
common interest with himself. They were partakers of his suf- 
ferings by sympathy and by exposure to the same, and thus they 
became partakers of his consolation, rejoicing in his deliverance 
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with renewed confidence in the Lord. And as his perils and 

afflictions far exceeded theirs, he could with great propriety 

engage to comfort them in their trials through that same grace 7 

which he had been sustained. He regarded the trials throug 

which he passed almost daily, as a part of his discipline as a 

teacher of the Gospel ; as a needful qualification for an important 
art of his work—the office of consolation. 

“‘ Blessed be God, even the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the 
Father of mercies and the God of all comfort ; who comforteth us 
in all our tribulation, that we may be able to comfort them which 
are in any trouble by the comfort wherewith we ourselves are com- 
forted of God.” 

It is to the topic suggested by this latter clause that I propose 
to direct your attention in the present discourse, viz: 


Tue TRIALS OF A MINISTER OF CHRIST VIEWED AS QUALIFYING 
HIM FOR HIS WORK. 


I. The personal afflictions of a minister of Christ bring him to 
a deeper sense of the value of that Gospel which he preaches to others. 
I speak now of the value of the Gospel as a whole, and in a gene- 
ral way. ‘This impression is among the first and the most power- 
ful that are made upon the mind of a Christian by afflictions. 
Religion is seen in the hour of trial to possess attractions and to 
yield consolations which the world cannot offer. Afflictions spread 
a gloom over all the pleasures of the world, or produce in the soul 
a disrelish for them and a sense of want which these cannot satisfy. 
Scenes long pleasant and familiar become distasteful when one 
who has always moved with us among them is taken away, or 
they yield only the melancholy pleasure of reminding us of the 
dear departed. We value them for their associations and not for 
themselves. The house is desolate, though filled with friends, 
when the chief tenant has departed ; the table is empty, though sur- 
rounded with guests, when the chief seat is vacant. A feeling of 
vacuity is produced in the mind which nothing earthly can relieve. 
Then it is that the fullness of the Gospel is seen; then it is dis- 
covered that the heart, though torn open as by the hand of vio- 
lence, canot be opened too wide for the grace of God to fill. 

The experience of a minister of the Gospel under affliction does 
not differ in this respect from that of any other Christian. But as 
with every Christian, a conviction of the transcendent value of the 
Gospel is necessary to growth in grace and to extensive usefulness, 
so with the minister it is important to give fervor and unction in 
the preaching of the Gospel. Whatever, therefore, goes to 
strengthen that conviction in his mind gives him a new qualifica- 
tion for his work, or at least a new impulse in it. He believes, 
indeed, in the preciousness of the relies 4 from his own experience 
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of its renewing and sanctifying power. If he is sincere, he has 
undertaken to preach the Gospel from a full conviction that it is 
the only way of salvation, that it is a gift of priceless value, not to 
be exchanged for worlds. His great effort as a preacher is to in- 
duce men to accept the Gospel, and to live according to it, because 
he believes this to be the only way of safety and of happiness. ‘The 
more he studies the Gospel as a system, the more does he see of 
its perfection. The more he is called in the exercise of his office 
to exhibit the various truths of the Gospel to the different classes 
and conditions of men, the more does he learn of its universal 
adaptation and comprehensive worth. Yet after all (such is the 
imperfection of human nature), this view of the supreme excel- 
lence and value of the Gospel may come to be with one who is 
called continually to present it, too much of an abstraction ; an 
opinion not to be disputed indeed, nor yet to be felt always as a 
living truth. Christians in general are insensible to the real value 
of the Gospel, because amid the hurry of business or the excite- 
ment of worldly pleasure, they bestow so little thought upon it ; 
but the minister of the Gospel, less exposed to the perverting 
influence of direct and habitual contact with the world, may rest 
on the other hand in a staid conviction of truths, the value and 
the power of which he may not be in circumstances to estimate 
aright. Hence he needs trials to give him fresher views of the 
Gospel ; to place him on another point of observation. Let health 
fail him, let friends forsake him, let him be left destitute with a 
growing family around him, let his character be assailed, his mo- 
tives misconstrued, his well-meant endeavors be frustrated, let 
near and dear relatives be taken from him by death: then, with 
nothing else to lean upon, he discovers that the very Gospel which 
he has so long preached, and with which he is so conversant, is, 
indeed, his al/: that through his very familiarity with it he had 
failed to appreciate many of its beauties, or to realize all its worth. 
Now its truths break upon him with the freshness and power of a 
new revelation. He isin another school. The school of theology 
and of criticism is important to prepare the preacher for his work. 
Years may be spent in the profitable study of the original tongues 
of the Sacred Scriptures, with a view to the full and correct deve- 
lopment of their meaning. The careful and discriminating study 
of systems of theology, derived from and based upon the Word of 
God, is also necessary that the man of God may be ‘“ thoroughly 
furnished.” Yet in connexion with all this, there is need of a 
ractical discipline in the truth; such, for example, as that of apply- 
ing the truth to various classes under the immediate influence of the 
Holy Spirit; such especially, as that of applying the truth to one’s 
own heart under various aspects and conditions. In this view the 
school of affliction is the best school in which to learn the full 
value of the Gospel. It may better qualify the minister for his 
work to receive some thorough and painful schooling there. 
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II. Afflictions serve to qualify a minister more abundantly for 
the work of preaching the Gospel, by giving him a livelier percep- 
tion of certain important but familiar truths. Thus far I have 
spoken only of a deeper conviction of the value of the Gospel as a 
whole. His own afflictions, and those of others with whom he is 
enabled to sympathize, bring a minister to a deeper sense of the 
importance of his work as a preacher of the Gospel of the grace of 
God. But there are certain truths which are brought vividly to 
mind under affliction. The particular truths vary of course with 
the nature of the affliction. They are such as the following: 

Man’s entire dependence upon God. ‘This is a truth taught both 
by reason and the Scriptures. It is a truth to be daily kept before 
the mind to excite within us gratitude and godly fear. The 
preacher labors to impress upon his hearers the thought of an ever- 
present, all-sustaining, all-controlling God. But even his own 
perception of such a being may need at times to be quickened, and 
this is done most effectually by means of affliction. Let him who 
has talked of God’s presence and God’s power, and of man’s 
dependence upon God, until the very phrases have become natural 
to his tongue, be suddenly prostrated upon the bed of sickness, his 
voice silenced, his hand palsied, his strength abated, and he will 
realize what it is to be in the hands of God, to lie completely at 
his disposal, to live in him. Or let him be called to part with 
some dear friend—perhaps the dearest on earth, to lay his kin- 
dred, his children, his companion, in the grave—and he will feel 
as he never felt before, his dependence upon God, absolute, entire; 
dependence for every earthly blessing that remains, dependence 
for comfort, for life, for all that yet is or is hoped for ; dependence 
still when every earthly prop is gone. He will know better how 
to exhibit that truth after such experience. 

Another class of truths impressed upon the mind by such afflic- 
tions are those relating to death and the future world; the vanity 
and the uncertainty of life, the nearness, the certainty, the dread- 
ful certainty of death. These are among the most frequent topics’ 
of pulpit discourse, as they are the most frequent subjects of ad- 
monition and exhortation in the Word of God. They are fitted to 
make a deep impression,-and they ought to make a deeper impres- 
sion than they do. They ought to make men thoughtful and 
prayerful, and watchful, and diligent; but few realize them as 
they should. The minister sees the declarations of Scripture 
upon these points continually verified. He is called to visit the 
sick and the dying. On any day, at any hour, he is liable to such 
acall. The house of mourning is to him a familiar place. He 
sees death under every aspect. He follows to the grave the young 
and the aged, and those who were in the prime and vigor of life ; 
some who are cut down suddenly, and some who die of lingering 
disease. He sees the sweet babe laid in that cold bed with the 
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fresh flowers of spring upon its breast; he sees the wife and mother 
Jaid there while husband and children weep around ; he sees the 
husband and father laid there amid the sobs and groans of a help- 
less family ; he sees the lovely, blooming maiden cut down like a 
fiower; he sees the strong and enterprising young man wither and 
fall. 

He goes to the grave from the stately mansion, from soft carpets, 
and cushioned seats, and tapestried halls, and surrounded with the 
costliest furniture of grief,—and he goes there from the narrow 
chamber with its bare floor and naked walls, now rendered thrice 
desolate. He follows to the grave a friend, a neighbor, a loved 
one of his own flock ; and he follows there a stranger whose coun- 
tenance, mutely fixed, gives no token of recognition, and asks 
only to be covered out of sight by the hand of strangers. Such 
are the scenes of a pastor’s life,—scenes from which he often turns 
aside with an aching heart. And yet they are scenes with which 
he grows familiar, and is perhaps less keenly affected the more 
they are repeated. He sees what death is, he mourns what death 
does, but by degrees he even becomes accustomed to death. He 
therefore needs at times to view death in another aspect ; to realize 
that death, though familiar, is still dreadful; to feel death’s icy 
fingers on his own heart tearing away the loved ones nestling 
there ; to look at the effects of death, not at a distance, but at home. 
Then death wakes up the soul to own and fear his power. He 
will not be forgotten ; he will not be thought lightly of; he will 
not be treated as a familiar thing ; he will not yield his title or pre- 
rogative as the king of terrors. Ah! it is one thing to look upon 
the stiffened form of a stranger, and another thing to find one who 
always greeted us with the warm words and kiss of love, all cold 
and speechless ;—it is one thing to offer consolation to a company 
of mourners, and another thing to be surrounded by one’s dearest 
friends in the garments of woe, and to feel too much need of com- 
fort to offer it to them ;—it is one thing to look with pity upon the 
struggling grief of those who are bidding a last farewell to the 
poor unconscious clay, and another thing to go trembling and 
bursting with sorrow to take the last look at what has been so pre- 
cious in our eyes ;—it is one thing to see the coffin closed upon the 
young, the beautiful, the admired whom we knew not, and another 
to have it hide from us our dearest treasure ; it is one thing to go 
to the grave officially, as a friend, as a minister, and another thing 
to go there as a mourner to lay down our precious burden in its 
cold, dark bed, feeling that we ourselves would lie there too. On, 
Deatu! thou art terrible! Yet terrible as thou art we would 
know thee; we would feel thy most sudden stroke; we would 
behold thee in the most painful and bewildering contrasts ;* that 


* The author was reading a cheerful letter which he had just received from his 
sister, when a telegraphic dispatch was brought him informing him of her sudden and 
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our souls may be alive to thy presence and thy power; that we 
may warn men with becoming earnestness to prepare for thee ; 
that we ourselves may be always prepared for thee; doing our 


‘master’s work, faithful, diligent, laborious, watchful, “ redeeming 


the time.” 

The realities of the future world are made nearer and more 
impressive to the mind of a minister by means of affliction. He 
is called to contemplate these realities habitually in the regular 
course of his ministry. His constant endeavor is to bring his 
hearers to contemplate them also, and to act in view of them. But 
he often of necessity surveys them at a distance and imperfectly. 
Affliction brings them near; it shows that they are real; it gives 
them distinctness to the eye of faith; it makes the future every- 
thing ; it brings the soul in a higher sense than was originally in- 
tended, under the full commanding influence of “the powers of 
the world to come,” of the grand facts in relation to the destiny of 
man. 

Such are some of the particular truths or classes of truths which 
the personal afflictions of a minister bring most vividly before his 
mind. ‘The effect of a livelier perception of such truths upon his 
preaching is obvious. We can always preach most powerfully 
and most efficiently from our own experience. It was the wisdom 
of God that appointed those who had themselves experienced con- 
verting grace to be the instruments of the conversion of others. 
He who knows nothing personally of regeneration and sanctifica- 
tion, though he may explain theoretically their nature and neces- 
sity, cannot describe the process like one who is a subject of it, nor 
urge its importance with the earnestness of a sinner saved. As 
experience is an essential qualification for exhibiting aright the 
very rudiments of Christianity, so it is desirable for the right pre- 
sentation of all subsequent truths. An experimental knowledge 
of truth, so far as it can be attained, is one of the first qualifications 
for preaching the Gospel. ‘All successful preaching is the result of 
a firm and settled conviction of the truth of the Gospel.” ‘ We 
believe,’ says Paul, “ and therefore speak.”? How earnestly did 
Peter insist upon the divine authority of the Lord Jesus Christ, 
because he had been an “ eye-witness of his majesty” upon the 
mount of transfiguration! How eloquently did Isaiah and Paul 
depict the glories of Jehovah’s presence, because the lips of the 
one had been touched with a live coal from the very altar before 
the throne, and the other had been ‘caught up into the third 


alarming illness. He hastened to the cars and reached Philadelphia the same eve- 
ning, only to realize the dreadful import of the words “too late!” She who was next 
to him in age, his playmate in childhood, his companion in the Christian race, whose 
happy home he had lately visited, whose fond words he had just read, was already 
gone. With her family cheerful and well at the breakfast table and the domestic 
altar, at noon summoned away without giving a word or look of recognition even to 
him—the nearest and dearest—who stood by her side! 
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heaven!”? Though Paul had seen and heard “things unuttera- 
ble,” things which human language could not describe, how did their 
influence pervade all his writings, and all his acts; how did his 
tongue glow when he approached this theme with an eloquence 
which the thorn in his flesh could not impede. 

He who has been rescued from a drunkard’s grave, can utter 
warnings and appeals to those who are in like danger, to which 
those who have never had such a dreadful experience, are wholly 
inadequate. And how much more eager are we to hear a narrative 
of danger from one who has escaped it than from those who repeat 
it at second hand! Just so it is in preaching. Experience is one 
secret of power. ‘Truth worked into the soul, as it were, by the 
fire and the hammer; truth which a man knows and believes in 
the fullest sense, is the truth that is preached with earnestness and 
power, and not that which is picked up on the surface of books. 
Now affliction brings the minister into the closest contact with some 
of the most important truths, yea, welds them into his soul as by 
fire and hammer, and so confers, as it were, a new gift for preaching. 
His people will hear of his afflictions. Not that he is to preach 
about them to awaken sympathy ; not that he is to bring private 
griefs before the public (though when no longer private, he may 
speak of his afflictions as Paul did, to glorify God, and to enforce 

e lessons of Providence), but that truth will come out of the fur- 
nace into which his soul has been cast, burning with new lustre. 
“¢ If we be afflicted it is for your sakes.” 


III. The personal afflictions of a minister qualify him to sympa- 
thize with the afflicted. This he is called to do continually, and it 
is one of the most tender and inviting, useful, and yet delicate and 
difficult duties of his office. Sympathy is always sweet to those 
who are in affliction. If we cannot help them, it is pleasant to 
them to know that we feel for them. God sympathizes with his 
children in all their troubles. He was the Savior of Israel. “In 
all their affliction he was afflicted, and the angel of his presence 
saved them; in his love and in his pity he redeemed them; and 
he bare them and carried them all the days of old.” “ As an 
eagle stirreth ‘up her nest, fluttereth over her young, spreadeth 
abroad her wings, taketh them, beareth them on her wings, so the 
Lord alone did lead him.” 

Jesus is a sympathizing Savior. It is one of the most interest- 
ing features in the work of redemption that the Son of God parti- 
cipated in the trials and sufferings of humanity, that he might 
sympathize with us and succor us according to our need. “ For- 
asmuch as the children are partakers of flesh and blood, he also 
himself likewise took part of the same :—for it behoved him in all 
things to be made like to his brethren; that he might be a merci- 
ful and faithful High Priest in things pertaining to God, to 
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make reconciliation for the sins of the people. For in that he him- 
self hath suffered, being tempted, he is able to succor them that 
are tempted.” He has put himself upon a level with us in this 

_regard, that he may be “touched with the feeling of our infirmities.” 
Sympathy is always more full and more welcome when it comes 
from one who can enter into our feelings from his own experience ; 
who can take us by the hand and say, ‘* My brother, I know what 
this is; God has called me to a like trial, 1 can weep with you, I 
can feel for you.”” We understand such language; we can inter- 
pret the glistening eye and the faltering tongue; it is language 
which goes right to the heart; and there is a strange comfort in 
this companionship in sorrow. Jesus wept at the grave of Laza- 
rus; he was moved with compassion at sight of the widow of 
Nain; and it was this deep heartfelt sympathy that gave such 
strength and richness to his words of comfort. The minister of 
Christ, called to visit the afflicted, needs some experience of afflic- 
tion that he may truly sympathize with and comfort them. 


IV. Afflictions qualify a minister for his work, by acquainting 
him fully with the consolations of the Gospel. These he is ex- 
pected to administer to others. He is called upon in seasons of 
affliction to be not so much a mourner as a comforter; not only to 
sympathize with the sorrowing, but to console them. This is a 
sweet office—the office of the Holy Spirit, according to the promise 
of Christ. But to do this in the best manner, the minister needs him- 
self to have tasted the consolations of the Gospel in seasons of afflic- 
tion. As in guiding ‘the inquiring, he draws upon his own experi- 
ence to more advantage than upon any —r so in consoling the 
afflicted, the teachings of his own heart will be found better than 
the teachings of books. It is a wonderful trait of the Gospel, and 
a proof of its divine origin, that it adapts itself to all the circum. 
stances of our being, so that in whatever condition we are placed, 
we find something written as it were expressly for us in that con- 
dition. Emphatically is this true of the afflictions of life. There 
is a remarkable adaptation in the Gospel to these in all their variety. 
The sick, the bereaved, the poor, the forsaken, the widow, the 
fatherless, all find their cases singled out for advice, and comfort, 
and support. There are promises “‘ exceeding great and precious,” 
the full import of which we cannot know till we are in the circum- 
stances which they were designed to meet; there are offers of 
grace the magnitude and worth of which we cannot realize till we 
are in the state of those to whom they are addressed. It seems as 
if so much of the Bible is written for the afflicted, that one can 
know but little of its precious contents until he is afflicted. So 
many of its promises are made to those in trouble, that the believer 
scarce knows half of his inheritance until trouble comes upon him. 
The Gospel abounds in consolation. It speaks peace to the 
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troubled soul, whether tossed by its own fears or by tempests 
from without. As he who preaches it should know the relief it 
brings to the guilty and troubled conscience, so is it well for him 
to know the consolation which it brings in trials from without. 
‘In the world,”’ saith the Master, ‘‘ ye shall have tribulation ; 
but be of good cheer, I have overcome the world.” 

Look at the topics of consolation which the Gospel suggests; 
topics suited to every variety of trial. First and chief of all we 
have the thought presented in every possible form, that afflictions 
come from the hand of our Heavenly Father, and will conduce 
eventually to our highest good. I stop not here for nice distinc- 
tions between those events of life in which the will of God is 
directly and actively concerned, and those in which it is as it were 
but passive and permissive. I stop not to meet either the cavils 
of the sceptic, or the perplexities of the honest inquirer, as to the 
concurrence of human volitions and the divine purpose in a large 
class of events which bring with them more or less of evil. All such 
topics, too extended to be now discussed, may be, and often have 
been disposed of with ease and satisfaction. I take now the great 
and comprehensive fact, as plain as any fact of Scripture, that the 
trials of God’s people come from his hand, and are for their good ; 
and I say there is solid comfort in that fact. Oh! it were terrible 
to think of the bereavements and the various afflictions to which 
we are liable, as coming by rude chance or stern fatality; or to 
know that we were left to the ‘tender mercies” of cruel men. 
But I can bear to be afflicted when my Father in love and tender- 
ness chastens me “ for my own profit,” that I may become “a par- 
taker of his holiness ;” I can bear that my worldly prospects should 
be darkened when that which overshadows them is the hand of 
mercy reaching down from heaven to draw me thither. I may not 
know why I am afflicted—neither does my child know why I deny 
him some coveted pleasure—but what I know not now, I shall 
know hereafter ; and of this I am assured that “all things shall 
work together for good to them that love God.” That broad and 
comprehensive declaration covers every possible case of trial. It 
is a place for solid rest. 

Another topic of consolation suited to the particular case of the 
loss of Christian friends, is the immortality of the soul—which, 
foreshadowed by the ancient philosophy, was brought to light in 
the Gospel. That is a doctrine of precious comfort. We lay the 
body in the grave—but we cannot fee] that our friend is there. 
We shed tears over it; but the man weeps—not the Christian. 
We look down into the grave, but our eyes will not be fixed there ; 
we think of the grave—but our thoughts will not dwell ‘there ; 
there is nothing in the grave to draw them or to keep them ; every- 
thing is gloomy and repulsive ; but they go bounding away after 
the spirit that is not dead—no—not dead—after the loved one who 
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yet lives, and is to live for ever; and presently we forget all 
grief, and are exulting over death and the grave. And all this is 
warranted by the Gospel; is a part of the consolation which it 
-gives. Yet it is but a part—for there is a third topic of consola- 
tion which is inexhaustible. It is the assurance, yes, the absolute 
assurance of the safety of the good. They are “ with the Lord ;” 
they are “satisfied with God’s likeness ;”” they have joys which 
we cannot fathom nor describe. We sink overpowered with the 
attempt to measure their bliss. 

These are but specimens of the topics of consolation furnished 
in the Gospel. With all these the minister is of course familiar. 
He receives these various truths upon divine testimony, and applies 
them to the cases of his hearers. But when he himself is afflicted, 
he learns how precious and consoling they are; and is able to 
comfort others because he himself ‘‘ is comforted of God.” 

Moreover, there is a sustaining grace imparted to the believer 
under trials which must be felt in order to be known. It is “ the 
peace of God that passeth understanding.” It is “the love of 
Christ that passeth knowledge.” The arm of the Almighty is 
under the sinking spirit; the soul seems to be going down under 
the sea of trouble, when lo! it finds itself upon a rock—broad, 
firm, and enduring. ‘Then it knows the consolation that it is in 
Christ, and with this experience it becomes as an angel of mercy 
to all who are in sorrow. ‘ Blessed be God, even the Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies, and the God of all com- 
fort; who comforteth us in all our tribulation, that we may be 
able to comfort them which are in any trouble by the comfort 
wherewith we ourselves are comforted of God.” 

It is with somewhat of this experience, my hearers, that I am 
called to stand before you to-day. It seemsas if a new leaf of the 
Bible was opened to me, as if I had discovered a new mine of 
precious jewels, and I must hasten to inform you of it. Iaddress 
myself first to mourners. Dear friends, I have often felt for you in 
your afflictions, and have tried to comfort you; but I have never 
sympathized with you as I now can and do; and yet I have never 
felt so much like consoling you as I feel to-day. Myself a mourner, 
I bring you comfort—sweet comfort—“ even the comfort wherewith 
we ourselves are comforted of God.”’ Behold the consolations of the 
Gospel, the abounding grace of God, and turn to him who lives to 
succor and to save you. My office as a comforter will become 
more and more important the nae I shall continue to be your 
pastor, and I thank God if in any manner I can be prepared for it. 
I must expect to be called into your families in times of trial; 
where now I find nothing but joy, I shall soon find the deepest 
sorrow. Ishall find you mourning the loss of dear friends ; I shall 
find you, one and another, on the bed of sickness and of death; 
but 4 have comfort laid up in store for you against all these trials. 
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And yet I fear that some of you will not receive that comfort. 
You who will not accept the Gospel can know nothing of its con- 
solations in affliction. Sorrows will come upon you, but you will 
have no comfort. You who will not accept the Gospel now—in 
health, in the time of God’s gracious visitation, may not possess its 
hope in death, nor leave that hope to console your friends. Alas! 
that in my ministrations among this dear people, 1 should ever be 
called to pity those whom I cannot comfort, and to go to the grave 
sorrowing with those “ who have no hope.””? Will you not, in this 
world of trial and of death, accept this Gospel of the grace of 
God? I do testify to you this day that it is true. I know that it 
is true. I know that its consolations are real. I know that its 
promises are sure. Take the word of a poor sinner who has tried 
this way of forgiveness and of life, take the word of a poor mourner 
who has tried this source of consolation, take the word of a dying 
man who has just seen death and the grave vanquished by this 
Gospel—or rather take God’s Word, believe the Gospel, cling to 
it in the midst of this sinning, suffering world ; cling to it as your 
only hope, till God shall come for your deliverance, till he shall 
take you to be with himself, and shall wipe all your tears away. 


or 
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BLEMENTS AND EVIDENCES OF PROSPERITY IN CHRISTIAN CONGREGATIONS. 


Then had the churches rest throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria, and 
were edified ; and walking in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy 
Ghost, were multiplied. Acts 1x., 31. 


HEnzE is a description of spiritual prosperity which attended the 
Church of Christ at an early period of its history. The churches 
here referred to had one common origin, professed the same faith, 
and were united under one head. They were composed of be- 
lievers in the Lord Jesus Christ, and were associated in the bonds 
of Christian fellowship, and for the observance of religious wor- 
ship and ordinances. After having been subjected to much annoy- 


- ance from open persecution, they enjoyed a season of rest and 


were edified. As persecution ceased, and they were permitted to 
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enjoy the means of grace, and attend upon the ordinances of reli- 
ion without hindrance or molestation, they were built up in the 
faith, and were greatly prospered. ‘The nature and degree of that 
rosperity are indicated by the remaining part of the description 
lent given of their state, viz: and walking in the fear of the Lord 
and in the comfort of the Holy Ghost, were multiplied. 

This describes a large measure of prosperity, and presents 
these ancient congregations of Christians as patterns and ensamples 
of the character and condition which churches in all subsequent 
time should seek to attain. The fact that they were edified, implies 
that they were profited by the means and privileges which they 
enjoyed—and that it mainly refers to spiritual edification, we may 
very naturally infer from their walking in the fear of the Lord and 
in the comfort of the Holy Ghost. As when in another instance 
which is described as spiritual prosperity, in which believers con- 
tinued daily with one accord in the temple, praising God and hav- 
ing favor with all people—it is said, The Lord added daily to the 
church of such as should be saved.* 

This subject is one to which we may profitably direct our atten- 
tion. It brings up the question, In what does the real prosperity 
of a congregation consist? Or what are the spiritual elements of 
that prosperity which every Christian congregation should most 
desire, and at which it ought most assiduously to aim? 

And this is all indicated in the true import of our text, to which 
we have already referred, and may be summed up in a few words. 
As the true prosperity of the church consists mainly in the piety 
of the church, as manifested by its members individually and col- 
lectively—so the real prosperity of a congregation may be said to 
depend mainly upon the same thing. And there is no substantial 
and abiding prosperity without it. And this characteristic may be 
said to be predominant, wherever a church is edified, and walkin 
in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Ghost is 
multiplied. 

But it may be well for us to look at some of the particulars im- 
plied in this general description. 


I. These churches had rest. It may well be accounted a great favor 
to enjoy freedom from open persecution, and to live in the peaceful 
possession and enjoyment of the external privileges of the Gospel 
and of religious worship, and the means of grace which are of divine 
appointment. Many times, and at different periods, and in different 
countries, it has not been so; but the fires of persecution have been 
lighted up, and Christians, the true worshippers of the only living 
and true God, have been forced into banishment and exile—to betake 
themselves to secluded vales or mountain fastnesses—to fly from the 


* Acts ii., 47. 
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rage and malice of an atheistical world—or doomed to witness the | 
firm and unwavering profession of their faith amidst the flames of | 
a painful but glorious martyrdom. But with us, and in this part 
of Christendom—thanks be to Him who has caused the lines to 
fall to us in pleasant places, and has given to us a goodly heritage, 
it is not so. We live in an age and in a country where the rights 
of conscience are asserted and maintained, are well defined and 
understood. 

And we know of no position more just and liberal, or more accord- 
ing to truth, than that which is established as a fundamental principle 
in that portion of the Christian church of which we constitute a part, 
viz: that ‘‘ God alone is Lord of the conscience ; and hath left it 
free from the doctrine and commandments of men which are in 
anything contrary to his word, or beside it in matters of faith and 
worship. Therefore we consider the rights of private judgment in 
all matters that respect religion, as universal and unalienable ; we 
do not even wish to see any religious constitution aided by the civil 
power further than may be necessary for protection and security, 
and at the same time be equal and common to all others.”” By 
the constitution of our church, it is maintained that ‘‘ every Chris- 
tian church, or union, or association of particular churches, is 
entitled to declare the terms of admission into its communion, and 
the qualification of its ministers and members as well as the whole 
system of its internal government which Christ hath appointed.” 
It asserts that ‘‘ truth is in order to goodness ; and the great touch- 
stone of truth, its tendency to promote holiness according to our 
Savior’s rule, By their fruits ye shall know them”—that “ the holy 
Scriptures are the only rule of faith and manners, that no church 
judicatory ought to pretend to make laws to bind the conscience 
in virtue of their own authority, and that all their decisions should 
be founded upon the revealed will of God.”’ 

And what is the church as defined in this constitution? ‘It is 
composed of all those persons, in every nation, together with their 
children, who make a profession of the holy religion of Christ and 
of submission to his laws. But as this immense multitude cannot 
meet together in one place to hold communion and to worship God 
—it is reasonable ne warranted by Scripture example, that they 
should be divided into many particular churches.” And a par- 
ticular church, as here defined, “ consists of a number of professing 
Christians with their offspring, voluntarily associated for divine 
worship and godly living, agreeably to the holy Scriptures, and 
submitting to a certain form of government.” 

These statements are contained in the Confession of Faith, under 
the head of Government and preliminary Principles. They assert | 
and maintain true liberty of conscience, and present such views as 
are in entire accordance with the true spirit of Christianity, and 
with the most elevated standard of spiritual light and freedom. 
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Under the influence of such principles, we exist and enjoy an exemp- 
tion from persecution, on account of our adherence to any particu- 
lar form of doctrine or mode of worship which we may conscien- 
tiously adopt. Our constitution of civil government breathes the 
same spirit, and happily falls in with the prevailing sentiment of 
the age, especially where the principles of Protestant Christianity 
have an ascendency over the darkness and dogmatism of the 
Papacy. 

The contrast between what is, and what has been at some 
periods and in some countries, may well inspire us with an emo- 
tion of gratitude to the great disposer of events, by whose guar- 
dian care we are so highly exalted. There may be little rival- 
ships of sects and of district associations, formed for the same end; 
and there may be occasional ebullitions and manifestations of 
wrong and unhallowed feeling and action, in opposition to the 
interests and well being of a particular church, growing out of 
human infirmity ; but there is no arm of persecution or violence 
raised to destroy, to terrify, or to molest the church in the peaceful 
enjoyment of its privileges. But this is not all that is requisite to 
true and substantial prosperity. The churches referred to in our 
text not only had rest, but 


Il. They were edified. This edification is a term of comprehen- 
sive signification, and implies advancement in purity and strength, 
as well as mere religious enjoyment. The church established upon 
the foundation of prophets and apostles, Jesus Christ himself 
being the chief corner stone, seeks for edification, and obtains it 
from the appointed means, through that ministry which is declared 
to be instituted or given for that purpose ; 7. e. for the edification 
of the body of Christ. This end may be attained in different de- 
grees. But to whatever extent it may be attained by individual 
members or the whole church, it consists in an increase of know- 
ledge and understanding of the divine will, and of conformity to jt; 
in progressive sanctification; in the experience of evident benefit 
derived from the word and ordinances, and spiritual satisfaction 
and delight in them, when the word preached, “being mixed with 
faith,” is actually profitable for doctrine, for correction, for reproof, 
and for instruction in righteousness. 

It is well, however, to look at the nature of this edification, and 
to understand well what itis. It is not merely being pleased with 
eloquence or argument, or logical deductions ingeniously drawn 
out and exhibited : it is not the effect which arises from the exhi- 
bition of startling novelties, or the visions of an exuberant fancy. 
But it is being edified by the truth comprised in the great doctrines 
of the Bible—doctrines which are according to godliness, and which 
unfold the character and attributes of God, his holy requirements, 
and the offices, and work, and mediatorial character of the great 
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Redeemer. ‘The effect is to make them more humble and obedient 
and self-denying, and to lead them to walk circumspectly, to 
cherish the faith that overcomes the world, to seek first the king- 
dom of God, and to live in all things consistently with their pro- 
fessions. Thisis spiritual edification. Itis Scriptural. It is bein 
edified by the truth and the ordinances of religion, through the 
divine blessing, producing their proper and legitimate effects. It 
is no mere transient excitement of the feelings, soon passing away, 
and leaving the heart estranged from God, and under the dominion 
of worldliness ; but leading to an intelligent, decided, and consistent 
practical piety in all the varied walks of life. When a church is 
thus edified, it loves the truth, and its members desire the sincere, 
or pure, unadulterated milk of the word, that they may grow there- 
by, and they attend upon its ministrations that they may hear it 
and receive it with meekness, and like the noble Bereans, they 
will be apt to search the Scriptures for themselves, and even daily 
to see if these things which they are taught in the Sanctuary are 
verily so. 


III. They walked in the fear of the Lord. This language is 
expressive of decided piety. It implies that they cherished an 
abiding sense of his presence, always remembering that his omni- 
scient eye was upon them, and acting under a becoming sense of 
their solemn accountability to Him. This is of itself an evidence 
that they were edified, and were making a right improvement of 
their privileges. To walk in the fear of the Lord is a mark of 
heavenly wisdom. Indeed, the fear of the Lord is declared to be 
the very beginning of wisdom—and it may in fact be said to com- 
prise all that belongs toa character of consistent piety. For it 
implies such reverence and love for the true God, as are connected 
with the fear of offending him by the transgression of his laws. 
That church is truly edified whose members bear this character, 
so as to be living epistles, known and read of all men. It will be 
manifest that the love of God is verily shed abroad in their hearts, 
by their holy life and conversation—by departing from evil and 
cleaving to that which is good, and by their avoiding even the 
appearance of evil. They will practise no deception. They will 
renounce the hidden things of dishonesty, and live soberly, right- 
eously and godly in the world ; and that they do so, is an evidence 
that they are partakers of the grace that bringeth salvation. For 
it is that grace which teaches them thus to live; and being thus 
taught, they will avoid the sinful levities which are incompatible 
with a religious profession. They will worship God in the family ; 
they will seek him in the retirement of the closet; they will 
not forsake the assembling of themselves ag for social prayer 
and religious intercourse and. worship. They will keep in mind 
the obligations of the solemn covenant relation which they sustain 
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to God; and remembering that they were not redeemed with cor- 
ruptible things as silver and gold, but by the precious blood of 
Christ, they will aim to glorify him, in their bodies and spirits 
which are his. All this is fully implied in walking in the fear of 
the Lord. Such a church is happy and prosperous. Its members 
will avoid evil speaking and a rash and censorious judgment of 
others; they will live in peace, and the God of love and peace will 
be with them. 


IV. Another evidence of the prosperous and happy condition 
of these churches, is that they walked in the comfort of the Holy 
Ghost. A church possessing the character or marks above de- 
scribed, most evidently enjoys the presence of the Divine Spirit, 
for these very things are the fruits of his work upon the heart. He 
is called the Comforter, and was promised as the source and pro- 
ducer of spiritual life, and light, and comfort. To walk as is here 
described, is to live in the enjoyment of his presence and his gra- 
cious influences. Where his presence is realized, the fruits of 
righteousness abound; and no church can be edified or prospered 
without that presence. When the members of a church do not walk 
in the fear of the Lord, they grieve away the Holy Spirit, and are 
left to darkness, and barrenness, and unfruitfulness ; and whatever 
other comforts they may have, they are destitute of the comforts of 
religion. The only way in which these comforts can be enjoyed is 
the way in which the Holy Spirit would lead. It is only to them 
who are in Christ, and who walk not after the flesh but after the 
Spirit, that there is no condemnation. The influences of the Spirit 
are enjoyed by those churches, whose members are found walking 
in the fear of the Lord, and maintaining a conversation that be- 
cometh the Gospel. We can easily see that when the members 
of a church are edified and walk in the fear of the Lord, there is 
just that state of things in which the Spirit delights, and there his 
manifestations will be realized. His comforts are the realizations 
of the precious promises that God will be with his people and 
bestow upon them peace such as the world cannot give, causing 
all things to work together for their good, while they walk in the 
light of that faith which is the evidence of things not seen, and 
cherish that hope which is an anchor to the soul. 

This is to be truly blessed. How happy must be the condition of 
that church which is thus highly favored ; how signal the blessed- 
ness which is implied in the enjoyment of that Spirit whose gra- 
cious influences keep alive the flame of devotion and of love ; and 
how much to be deprecated as a token of the Divine displeasure 
must be regarded the withdrawment of these heavenly influences! 
Without them, the sense of obligation is greatly impaired, love 
waxes cold, devotion dies, and hope expires. The form of 
godliness may remain, but the power is gone. Walking in the 
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comfort of the Holy Spirit is eminently to enjoy the comforts of 
religion, and to know experimentally what are the strong consola- 
tions of those who fly for refuge to lay hold of the hope set before 
them in the Gospel. ‘This was the happy and prosperous condi- 
tion of those ancient churches, and such has been that of many 
since. Would that it were so with all the churches even now. 


V. And it is added, They were multiplied. ‘This is the natural 
consequence of such a state of things as has been described. Such 
a church is as a city set on a hill, whose light cannot be hid. Its 
individual members cause their light so to shine that others learn 
to glorify their Father in heaven. When religion is thus seen in 
its proper light, and its divine power and energy are exemplified in 
the lives of its professors, then the appropriate influence of the 
church is exerted in bringing others into its fold. Its number is 
increased. And this is always regarded as desirable, and is that 
which we ought to desire, and for which we ought to pray, that the 
number of those who join themselves unto the Lord in an everlast- 
ing covenant may be constantly multiplied. And when a church 
is in such a state as that which we have described, it is best pre- 
pared to receive others into its fellowship, and to say to the impeni- 
tent and careless ones around them, come with us and we will do 
you good. The substantial benefit of those who come into the 
communion of the church is most effectually secured, when the 
standard of piety is what it ought to be. And it is then that a 
church appears in its most inviting and alluring aspect—and the 
voice of the Bride, in unison with that of the Spirit, is heard, say- 
ing, Come ; and then it is, that many are constrained to come and 
drink freely of the water of life. Thus a Church is multiplied. 

From our subject, we may see what objects ought to be chiefly 
aimed at and kept in view, in order to secure the most substan- 
tial and abiding prosperity of a congregation. 


1. It is not wealth, though this may be highly important as a 
means of promoting good ends, if rightly used in subserviency to 
those great interests which religion is designed to secure. But 
wealth, without the disposition to use it aright, may be of no avail, 
but on the other hand may be a hindrance to the progress of 
piety, and operate, by its ensnaring and engrossing influence, to 

eep down the piety of individuals, and prevent that spiritual life 
and vigor, and that devotion to the interests of vital religion, which 
constitute the most essential elements of true prosperity. But the 
fact that it may be and often is so, does not prove that it necessa- 
rily must be so. It may be, and is sometimes otherwise ; and 
wealth will be, according to the depth and strength of the piety of 
its possessors, employed in subserviency to those objects which the 
welfare of the congregation and the interests of religion may re- 
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quire. And it will be used for such purposes as far as is neces- 
sary, whenever and wherever the standard of piety is such as we 
have here delineated ; and there, too, we may reasonably expect 
that means as well as numbers will be increased. But even if 
means be comparatively limited, it will be found that if the inte- 
rests of piety be properly regarded, there will be no lack of what- 
ever may be needful to attain within reasonable limits, every object 
that is desirable. If there be first, the willing mind, a way will 
be open. But wealth, although important, yet without religion, is 
far from constituting or securing the true prosperity which every 
congregation should seek to attain. 


2. The fact that great numbers are added to the church is not 
always a sure indication of real prosperity. There are or may be 
instances in which the reverse is true, and in which an increase of 
numbers brings along with it weakness instead of strength. The 
debilitated and sickly condition of many congregations and churches 
at the present day, affords an exemplification of the fact. This 
may have arisen, in some instances, from an over anxiety to in- 
crease the number, without a due regard to the qualifications of 
members of a church, when amidst scenes of high excitement, 
many have been gathered in, who, like the seed springing up in 
stony places, having no root in themselves, soon wither away. 
They do not grow up to maturity, and bring forth fruit meet for 
repentance. They do not seem to abide in Christ, nor He in them, 
and therefore they remain unfruitful. For the Savior has said, As 
the branch cannot bear fruit except it abide in the vine, no more 
can ye, except ye abide in me. 

Suppose one hundred men should be added to a church, a con- 
siderable portion of whom should, after having gained admission, 
never worship God in their families; and never attend a meeting 
for prayer and social worship observed by the church except on the 
Sabbath, and perkaps even that only occasionally ; and should be 
just as worldly as other men are, living equally in the neglect of 
the peculiar and appropriate duties of a religious profession. Or, 
suppose the church to be already composed in part, or to a consi- 
derable exteut, of members possessing this character. In the for- 
mer case, you only add to the amount of imbecility, and in the 
latter, you already have weakness instead of strength. It is not 
a temple after the similitude of that, which is composed of lively 
stones, built up a spiritual house, to offer up spiritual sacrifices ac- 
ceptable to God by Jesus Christ. Such a church cannot be said 
to be truly edified, or to be walking in the fear of the Lord, and in 
the comfort of the Holy Ghost. And under such circumstances it 
is not likely to be multiplied ; or if it should be, without a decided 
moral renovation, a spiritual resurrection of the dead that are al- 
ready in it, an increase of its numbers might be a disastrous instead 








96 THE NATIONAL PREACHER. 


of a prosperous event. And why? Because we may have reason 
to expect that those who enter the church will be generally con- 
formed to the standard of its piety, whatever it may be. If that is 
low, theirs will be likely to be so. If it be more elevated, their 
character and usefulness will be modified more or less according to 
it. And then, if it be true that new additions to the church will | 
only increase the deadening influence of spiritual declension, it | 
would be disastrous to the cause of religion, and render still more | 
powerless and ineffectual upon the impenitent and worldly, the 
means of grace, and the instrumentality which is employed for their 
conversion by the ministry of the Gospel. 

You may sometimes see in a particular church, a few, and it may 
be a very few, of its members who are alive and awake to the res-_ | 
ponsibilities of their Christian vocation, while a far greater number, 
the many, are buried in spiritual slumber, and walking mainly ac- 
cording to the course of this world, caring little or nothing for the 
dangers or the destiny of those who are emphatically without God 
and without hope. And this is little to be wondered at, while 
h both seem to be walking so nearly in the same path, and the way 
to heaven seems to have so little divergence from that which lead- 
f eth to destruction. But when the church is truly edified—built 
f up—walking in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy | 
t Ghost, it is not so. Then it will be multiplied to some purpose, | 
and wandering sinners of every description actually returning from 
the error of their way, will crowd the gates of Zion with thankful 
songs for their deliverance from the ‘aches of sin and from spi- 
ritual death. As doves to their windows, will they fly to Him 
who is a hiding place from the wind and a covert from the tempest. 
Then it is seen and felt that the great Deliverer who has come out 
of Zion is actually exerting his great power, and that He is mighty 
to save. Then is there a realization of true prosperity ; of sub- 
stantial growth and of abiding strength—strength in the Lord. 
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3. We are led here to remark that it cannot be regarded as a 
favorable sign in regard to any particular congregation, when a 
union with it is thought to be desirable, because it has the reputa- 
tion of a low standard of piety, and is supposed to be less strict in 
its views of religious duty and obligation. Some have been 
known to express a decided preference for a particular church for 
this very reason, that the preaching was of a lax and liberal cha- 
racter, and not calculated to disturb the worldly mind ; that to in- 
dulge in vain amusements was not regarded as inconsistent with a 
religious profession, and that on the whole there is not much reli- 
gion there. This we have known to be the common estimate of a 
whole denomination of Christians, and not unfrequently of particu- 
lar churches. A man has been known to say, “I have no 
religion or attachment to any particular creed, but if I must unite 
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with any society, I prefer such a one (naming a particular deno- 
mination), for I think they are nearest to it, i. e. to not having any 
religion, of any within my knowledge.” But such accessions for 
such a reason could add nothing to the strength or prosperity of 
any ——— and the fact that such views are entertained of 
it is evidence enough of its weakness. Far, very far should it be 
from any church or congregation to desire such a reputation, or to 
possess such a character. With such a character it cannot be truly 
prosperous, and ought not to be. It should aim, therefore, to 
change its character and put on strength, such as comes only from 
a vital union with the great Head of the church, and seek to be 
adorned with the beauties of holiness. 


4, It may be readily inferred from our subject that every church, 
and each individual member of it, should aim at a high standard of 
piety. This is ever the foundation of real prosperity. Let this 
be the controlling spirit, and the fruits of righteousness abound, 
and all other deficiencies will be supplied. If the claims of reli- 
gion are allowed, there will be no backwardness in doing whatever 
may be necessary to be done to promote its interests and sustain 
and extend its influence, or in exercising whatever self-denial may 
be requisite for the maintenance of religious order and worship. 
And why should any church, or individual member of it, be content 
with that which is low, when that which is more elevated will 
secure the best results ; the substantial comforts which do not grow 
in nature’s barren soil, and without which earth is but a dreary 
waste, a desolate wilderness? How strange and how wonderful, 
that Christians should be living, or wish to live, so far beneath their 
privileges, and fail to enjoy the rich and abounding consolations 
which a firm and dental and consistent piety only can impart, and 
which it cannot fail to give! 


5. How clearly is the connexion between walking in the fear of 
the Lord and the enjoyment of the presence of the Holy Spirit 
indicated by our subject! And it enforces with solemn emphasis 
the divine admonition, Grieve not the Holy Spirit of God, whereby 
ye are sealed unto the day of redemption. It calls upon every 
friend of the Redeemer in every church, to walk circumspectly, 
redeeming the time ; to awake to righteousness and put on the 
whole armor of God, and to be renewed in the spirit of his mind. 
The consequences depending upon it are beyond all computation. 
The Spirit grieved away, and then what is there but the form of 
godliness without the power? The Spirit gone, and what becomes 
of fervent piety ; of communion with God ; and of the hope which 
is an anchor to the soul? The Spirit grieved away, and where are 
the life and power of religion; and how certainly onward to dis- 
‘pair is the course of sinners, who are still walking according to 
that Spirit which ‘worketh in the children of disobedience ? 
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And why is not that blessed Spirit working with a mightier 
energy in subduing the hearts of those who are dead in sin, and 
raising them to spiritual life, causing the churches to be multiplied 
and to be adorned with the beauties of holiness? Let the con- 
science answer according to the light which our subject unfolds, 
and every friend of the Savior take heed to his ways accordingly. 
If it be true, as suggested by a distinguished and honored servant 
of God, that the Spirit is not wont to grant his more distinguish- 
ing favors where they are not desired, it would be well for those 
by whom they are not enjoyed, to consider carefully what are their 
feelings and their desires in relation to a subject of such momen- 
tous importance ; whether the glorious manifestations of his reviv- 
ing presence are truly desired, so that with self-denying importunity 
they are prepared to ask, that they may receive this inestimable 
blessing. Without it, what is life, but as the troubled sea whose 
waters cast up mire and dirt; with it, there is rest for the weary 
and heavy laden—a rest, which is but a faint emblem of that 
above, and which is eternal. And that blessing is your Heavenly 
Father more ready to bestow, than earthly parents to give good 
= unto their children. Let it be sought with diligence, and the 

esert shall bud and blossom as the rose, and solitary places shall 
become vocal with the praise of God. 


SERMON CCCCXLVIL 


BY THE LATE REV. DANIEL A. CLARK. 





THE FOUR LEPERS. 
Why sit we here until we die ?—2 Kines vu., 3. 


Dunine the time that Ben-hadad, king of Syria, was engaged 
in besieging Samaria, there was a great famine in Samaria. ‘There 
were four lepers at the entering in of the gate, who, by the laws 
of their land, were forbidden to mingle with the populace. In 
their extremity they consulted together what course they should 
pursue. ‘There were three courses before them. 

In the first place, they might return into the city. But the 
famine was as sore upon the people there as upon the four lepers 
at the gate. The city was reduced to the last stage of despera- 
tion. Mothers boiled their own children for food. ‘An ass’s 
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head was sold for four-score pieces of silver, and the fourth part of 
a cab of dove’s dung for five pieces of silver.”” They surely had 
little to hope for, being themselves miserable outcasts from society, 
bereft of friends and of sympathy. 

In the second place, they might stay where they were. But 
doing this, they were sure that a few days must carry them off by 
a dreadful death. They must die alone in their separate houses, 
with none to smoothe their dying pillow or to wet their lips in their 
last agonies. They must die lepers, than which hardly any fate 
is more to be dreaded. 

In the third place, they might “ fall unto the host of the Syri- 
ans.” But what sympathy could they expect from the enemies 
of their country? Especially as lepers, how could they hope to 
be received in the camp of the Syrians? It was indeed as a last 
resort, in their desperation, that they resolved to throw themselves 
upon the tender mercies of the Syrian soldiery. How unbounded 
must have been their joy when, on reaching the enemy’s encamp- 
ments, they found them deserted ; when gold and raiment, and 
horses and asses, were there abandoned by their affrighted owners ; 
and above all, when they were able to enter into the tents, to eat 
and drink, and stay the famine which was so rapidly destroying 
them. 

This interesting narrative suggests a few remarks which I hope 
may be useful in exhibiting the dilemma in which awakened sin- 
ners find themselves. They often feel pressed with the dangers 
which beset them, and being reluctant to come directly to the 
Lamb of God, they look in every direction in the hope of safety. 
Yet there is only one course which will enable them to realize 
their hopes, and escape the woe they would shun. 

1. In the first place, they may not return to their former state 
of stupidity. As well —_ the lepers have gone for food to the 
starving city from which they were exiled by the curse which was 
on them. ‘The awakened sinner sees too plainly that his former 
condition was one of increasing guilt and danger. Returning to 
it would grieve the Holy Spirit, whereby he is to be sealed as an 
heir of Heaven. Returning to his former state, he would harden 
his heart against the influences of the Gospel. 

2. Nor may they remain in their present state. It is too misera- 
ble. Few men are more wretched than the sinner awakened to a 
view of his guilt and danger. A consuming fire is kindled within 
him. Rest he cannot find. Sleep flies from him. He cannot 
survive the agitations which heave his bosom, unless they are soon 
quieted. If it were not that men do escape from the power of 
conviction, either by repentance and faith in Christ, or by a return 
o stupidity, who can tell how often reason would be dethroned ? 
It is no argument against religion that there are so many cases of 
insanity from religious excitement; it only shows the power of eter- 
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nal things to agitate the breast of a sinful man. No soul can be 
made sensible of its own true character, without excitement being 
produced. 

3. Nor may awakened sinners go over to the open enemies of 
God. Some do this, but it is a sad resort indeed for the quickened | 
conscience. What a way to quiet those forebodings of wrath is it 
to shut the eyes and rush madly forward in sin, thus treasuring up 
wrath against the day of wrath! What an escape from conviction 
it is to return to the world, mingle in its gaieties, become buried in 
its cares, to worship its god; and thus put off for a season, what 
will come sooner or later with ten fold more vehemence. 


REMARKS. 


1. How critical the condition of the awakened sinner! Every 
avenue that opens before him leads on to greater woe, except that 
one in which he is least inclined to walk. All the refuges to 
which he would resort are insecure. If he goes into them he will 
be destroyed in their overthrow. . 

2 What madness do men exhibit who seek peace elsewhere than 
at the foot of the Cross! How loudly does the voice of wisdom 
proclaim their folly! How plainly does death exhibit their blind- 
ness! What awful hazard they run to buy a momentary respite 
from convictions which must return as sure as there is to be a day 
of judgment ! 

3. What a congregation of suicides there will be at the last tribu- 
nal. There will be the young lady who drowned her convictions 
in the gaieties of that party which she meant should be her last, 
but at which she caught the cold that resulted in her sudden death. 
There will be the young man, who filled his mind with business, 
or who increased his frivolities, or who ventured an oath, or a 
jest at sacred things, thus at a single blow grieving the Spirit, de- 
stroying the last hope of his soul, and commencing a career of vice 
and ruin. 

4. How blessed the invitation of the Gospel! ‘Come unto me 
all ye that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” 
Here is the only safe refuge from the crushing weight of sin, and 
from the distracting excitement of a quickened conscience. 

5. How unutterably miserable will be the condition of the sinner 
awakened in perdition to an endless hopeless conviction of his aliena- 
tion from God! Ifa day or week of conviction here, is so excit- 
ing, so fearfully oppressive and distracting to the mind, what 
will the sinner do when this misery will be increased a thou- 
sand fold, and be unending. ‘¢Say, O awakened sinner, who art 
just now deliberating whether to obey or to resist the Spirit, though 
now you may abuse God with impunity, Can thy heart endure, 
or can thy hands be strong in the days that I shall deal with thee ?” 











